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ABSTRACT
This thesis traces the development and influence of the
horse in the Upper Northern Plains between 1800 and 1970,
The horse became one of the many instruments used to open
this region.
The story of the horse in the Upper Midwest of the
United States began with the Indian,

When the horse reached

this region after 1 7 5 0 , he became a definite influence on the
Indian culture.

Once the Indian domesticated the horse he

shifted his economic emphasis from gathering and gardening to
the nomadic pursuit of the buffalo.

The Indian and the horse

formed a perfect unit in both the hunt and in war.

Because

the white man had to defend himself and live off the land
like the Indian, he too employed the horse when he ventured
into the prairie region.

Fur traders and buffalo hunters

roamed the Upper Midwest on horseback searching for their own
wealth.

Later, when conflict developed betv/een the Indian

and the white invaders, the United States Cavalry also used
the horse to patrol and campaign in this region.
The main role of the horse in the Upper Northern Plains
was in agriculture.

Bound to a plow, the horse made possible

the origin of large-scale, mechanized farming.

With later

improvements in farm technology, the horse was eventually
IX

relegated to pleasure riding and horse racing.

This role

continues, for every weekend horse shows are a part of the
regional scene.
From the common Indian pony to today's show horse,
this animal has been a vital, colorful part of regional
history.

x

INTRODUCTION

The horse has come. Almost overnight, it seems,
he has captured the west; and by his coming the west has
been awakened, transformed.
It was one of the most dramatic and one of the
most momentous transformations that ever took place in
any land under the sun. The bare facts of the coming of
the horse and the transformation thus wrought constitute
the greatest animal epic ever enacted in the world.
H , R, Sass, "Hoofs on the Prairie," Country
Gentlemen, July, 1 9 3 6 , p, 5.

In the history of mankind, a great many factors have
accounted for change.

Along with ideas and aspirations of

men, technological advances have made possible remarkable
changes in different periods.

In more recent times, one is

reminded of the role of steam, electrical, and atomic power
as they have been applied to transportation, manufacturing
and a host of other functions.

In both earlier and more

recent times, the domestication of animals also was of great
importance to the development of civilization.

Oxen, water

buffalo, camels, dogs, lamas, and horses have been used in
various parts of the world to help men achieve their dreams.
Of particular importance was the horse.

The Romans, for

example, used the horse and the wheel to conquer vast terri
tories and numbers of people.

In more recent times, the
L

2
horse was vital to the development of a mature agriculture
throughout the world.

Not only was he essential to cattle

men in western North America, but in many nations the horse,
together with new machines, made possible the origins of
highly mechanized farming.

As time went on, the steam engine

and the gas tractor replaced the horse in agriculture; even
so, the transition period extended nearly to the middle of
the Twentieth Century,
In order to carefully document the role of the horse,
it seems logical to study a specific area at a specific time.
Since the valley of the Red River of the North was the site
of important developments in large-scale, fully mechanized
farming, this writer has selected the valley as a place to
study the horse between 1800 and the present.

Actually the

area involved extends beyond the valley to adjacent parts of.
Minnesota, North Dakota and Manitoba,

The study also

includes the Indian arid fur trade culture that preceded agri
culture development, and it extends to the era of "horseless
farming,"
The role of the horse in the Red River area has been
varied.

Because of the horse, the life style of the Indians

in this region changed from an emphasis on hunting and
gathering in the adjacent woodlands to a nomadic life on the
open prairie.

Shortly thereafter, the horse was used by fur

traders and buffalo hunters for transporting materials and
for personal transportation.

Because these groups used

3
horses in the Northern Plains, the United States Army also
had to use the horse when it sought to control the prairie
region.

Before 1870, the horse was not only used for

personal transportation, but for carrying freight and
pulling stagecoaches as well.
With the arrival of the railroads, the population grew
rapidly and v/heat farming became popular in the Red River
Valley.

Farm horses then played a vital role in making

large-scale farming a success.

Horses always were used for

pleasure riding and as they were replaced on the farm by
steam engines and gas tractors, they became increasingly
popular for personal riding and horse racing.

Horse racing

started at the local county fairs, but eventually became
one of the enduring sports in this region.
As time passed the track declined in importance in
the Red River Valley, but the use of the horse continued to
boom in the area.

Today there are hundreds of saddle and

horse clubs in the Upper Northern Plains.
replaced horse racing.

Horse shows have

The influence of the horse in the

Upper Northern Plains is not a legend but rather historical
fact.

The horse helped the people in the Upper Northern

Plains to not only conquer this region but also to make a
living and to enjoy their leisure time.

CHAPTER I

THE HORSE AND THE INDIAN
1800 - 1806
Before the horse came to the northern boundaries of
the United States, it was generally believed that De Soto, a
Spanish conquistadore, brought the first horse to the North
American continent, 1

Clark Wissler, a well-known historian,

wrote in 1 9 1 **- that it was "generally considered that the
horses abandoned by De Soto's men in 1.5^1 gave rise to the
.
p
wild horses later found west of the lower Mississippi,"
Among renowned anthropologists it is also accepted that the
horse originated from De Soto's "lost or abandoned" herds.
According to Spanish authority, horses were shipped to South
America in 1535? these animals eventually wandered into
Mexico and then moved into the Great Plains north of the Rio
q
Grande,J
1John J, Boniface, The Cavalry Horse and His Pack
(Kansas City: Hudson-Kimberly Publishing Company, 1903),
p. 50.
^Clark Wissler, "The Influence of the Horse in the
Development of Plains Culture," American Anthropologist, XVI
(191*0, 9-10,
^A. E. Wood, "The Horse," Journal of the United States
Cavalry Association (December, 1891~), 3*4-0,
A

5
Recently, however, it was proved that the origin of
the horse on the North American continent did not come from
De Soto's or Coronado's bands.

It is believed that the

fifty-some mares from these bands, undomesticated and unpro
tected, had absolutely no chance against the Plains Indians,
the buffaloes, the wolves, the coyotes, or the environment. 4
The Indians, for example, not knowing what the horse was,
more likely would have eaten it.J

Rather, it is believed

that the horse was introduced to the Indian by someone who
knew about horses and the training and raising of them.
Historians now believe that the Indians stole horses rather
than ate them; and, therefore, they must have known what
this strange animal could do for them.

Historians have

proved that horses were introduced to the United States area
only after the expedition of a Juan de Onate, a Mexican who
£
took horses to northern America between 1599 and 1601.
Onate, settling in the Santa Fe area, established the
great horse trading center of the Southwest.

He and other

individuals, including missionaries, hired the Indians of
New Mexico to work for them.

These Indians learned to take

h

Francis Haines, ’’Where Did the Plains Indians Get
Their Horses," American Anthropologist, XL (19 3 8 ), 1 1 3 ,
^Francis Haines, "The Northward Spread of Horses Among
the Plains Tribes," American Anthropologist, XL (1938), ^29;
Philip Strong, Horses and Americans TNew York: Garden City
Publishing Company, Inc, ,* 19^To77_ PP, 6-8 ,
^Haines, "Plains Indians Get Their Horses," p, 1??;
Strong, Horses and Americans, p, 1?.

6
care o.f the horses, and also to train and to use these
animals.

It was not long, however, before the Indians fled

the New Mexico area and took the horses with them.

These

Indians, joining the nomadic Indian tribes, transported the
horse to these and several other wild Indian tribes.^

Thus,

either by friendly contacts or by stealing from different
tribes, the Indians learned the advantages of the new
servants.

Horses then moved north, south, east, and along
O
the western slope of the Continental Divide/'
Studying the available evidence, historians have named

the period from around 1680 to 1750 as "the age of the
conquest of the horse by the Plains Indians,"

Some time

after 1600 the Plains Indians acquired the horse, but none
of the tribes became expert horse Indians before 1630 and
probably not until 1650 .^

By 175° the horse had passed

north of the Missouri River and into C a n a d a . T w o main
routes from Santa Fe were established for the movement of the
horse into the Upper Midwest,

First, the route by the Great

Plains, and second, the route west of the Continental Divide

7

'Haines, "Northward Spread," pp. 430-431,
g
Elwyn B. Robinson, History of North Dakota (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1906 ), p. 46; Webb,' The Great
Plains, p. 57«
9
Haines, "Plains Indians Get Their Horses," p, 5 7 ,
10See figure 1 ; Hartley B. Alexander, "The Horse in
American Indian Culture," in So Live the Works of Man ed. by
Donald D. Brand and Fred Harvey (Albuquerque: University of
New Mexico, 1939) *> P- 68 ,

7

from Santa Fs to the Snake, the Colorado, the Grand, and the
„
11
Green Rivers,
Which ever way the Indians received the horse, either
by "direct action" of other Indians, or by the white men, or
both, the horse served as a valuable servant on the Plains
and in the Upper Midwest.

Because of the horse, the agri

culture of the Indians became subordinated to the buffalo
hunt and the Indian males became experts at horse-stealing.

12

It is hard to determine the exact time the Indians
of the Midwest acquired the horse; 1750 is usually the date
given, but even this date is being questioned.

Many histo

rians believe that by 175° the Sioux nation, the largest
Indian group in this area, was on the "threshold" of adapting
the horse to their society.

It should be noted that around

1700 the Sioux were divided into two groups known as the
western Sioux and the eastern Sioux.

The boundary line

between these two Sioux divisions was the Minnesota River,
The eastern tribes always occupied areas that the western
Sioux, the Tetons and Yanktons, had occupied before them.
By 1718 the Tetons were located west of the Lake Traverse,
while the Yanktons were found "a little north and west of
the large bend in the Minnesota River,"

In 1760 the Tetons

^"Haines, "Northward Spread," p, 4 3 6 .
12

Alexander, "Indian Culture," p, 69 ,

Fig, 1,--The Dispersion Routes of the Horse in North
America. 1600-1770
Sources

Frank Gilbert Roe, The Indian and the Horse (Normans
University of Oklahoma, 1955*) * pp. 78-79*

9

had reached the Missouri River, while the Yanktons were
settling into the valleys of the Sioux and James Rivers.^
Anthropologists believe that the Plains Cree and
Arikara had acquired the horse by 1738; and the Assiniboines,
Crows, Mandans, Snakes, and Teton Sioux of the Upper Midwest
14
may have received the animal by 1732,
The earliest
written record of the North Dakota Indians was made by Pierre
Gaultier de Varennes, Sieur de La Verendrye, the first white
man to visit this region ,'1'-5

La Verendrye on October 18,

1738* set off from Canada for the Mandan village.

On his v/ay

he met large bands of Assiniboines, none of whom had horses;
rather he noticed that "the women and dogs carried all the
baggage,”'1"^

It is evident from his journals that he saw no

horses north or east of the Missouri River in the Dakotas;
although the Indians had led him to believe there were
'^Stanley Norman Murray, "A Study of Land Relations,
as Illustrated Through the History of the Lake Traverse
Reservation Sioux" (unpublished Master's thesis, University
of Wisconsin, 1953)» PP. 38, 40,
1 bWalter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Boston:
Ginn and Company, 1931), p, 52,
" ’Robinson, North Dakota, p, 28; L, J. Burpee, ed,,
Journals and Letters of Pierre Gaultier de Varennes de La
Verendrye and Kis Sons (Toronto: Champlain Society, 1927),
p3 W i Clark A. Wissler, "The Influence of the Horse in
Plains Culture," American Anthropologist, XVI (January-March,
191*0, 3; Roe, Indian and Horse, p, 94."

1 ^Robinson, North Dakota, pp„ 28-29; Burpee, Journals
and Letters, p, 10B\

10

Fig, 2,— The Old Northwest Before 1870
Source:

Stanley N. Murray,, The Valley
History of Agriculture-!?! the
River of the North, l6l2-1920
Dakota Institute for Regional
p, 14,

Comes of Age: A
Valley of the Red
(Fargo? North
Studies, 19 6 7 ),
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means of attaining food or transportation, but he would be
used for pleasure riding.
Because the Indians, fur traders and buffalo hunters
in the prairie region used horses, the United States Army
found it necessary to introduce cavalry units into this area.
However, no cavalry units were ever really assigned to the
Red River Valley or eastern North Dakota,

When General

Alfred Sully began his expeditions into Dakota in I863 and
1864 there were only two military posts existing on the
Upper Missouri:

Fort Randall, constructed in I8 5 6 , and "old

Fort Sully," which served as a winter quarter in I863 for
several companies of the cavalry.

Later this post was moved

some 250 miles above the original fort and it became known
Q

as Fort Rice,

Sully found that there were not enough horse

soldiers to protect the settlers and there was not enough
"forage" to feed his horses.

2 ?'

Not only did Sully face grazing problems, but all the
forts above Fort Randall were infested with rats.

In the

p

"Ray H, Mattison, "Fort Rice-North Dakota's First
Missouri River Military Post," North Dakota History, XX,
No, 2 (April 1953), 8 7 . Also see Lounsberry, North Dakota,
for further reference on forts. Also, see map figure 11
for locations of forts,
27
fU, S, Congress, House, Executive Documents, Report
on Indian Affairs, 38 th Congress, 1st session, vol. III,
No, r (Washington, D, C , : Government Printing Office,
I863 ), pp. 274, 276 , Sully found many places where the
land was burned over, yet he continued to move through the
territory.

46

Fig, 11,— Location of Main Forts in the Dakota
Territory, 1810-1891

summer of I863 at Fort Rice Colonel D, B. Sackett estimated
that the rats had destroyed 1,000 pounds of corn daily.

The

destructive presence of the rats was one of the chief consid
erations which deterred the military authorities from
?8
stationing cavalry regiments in the Upper Midwest,“
Sully
also found that many recruits for his cavalry unit were not
horsemen but were clumsy children compared to the redskins.
General Philippe Regis de Trobriand commented in his journal
that the Indian pony could cover "between sunrise and sunset
without a halt, a distance of sixty to eighty miles," while
most of his horses "would be on their knees at the end of
thirty or forty miles, , ,"

Trobriand said, "In a word, the

movement of Indian horsemen is so much lighter, so much more
rapid, and so much longer than that of our cavalrymen, , ," 7
Trobriand encouraged the army to modify these conditions by
devising a new system of recruiting the "frontier cavalry,"
He advocated an offer of higher pay for only the men accus. .
30
tomed to riding.
nO

Joseph Mills Hanson, The Conquest of the Missouri
(Chicagoi A, D, McClurg and Company, 191bJ~, pp, 89— 85;
U, S, Department of War, House, Executive Documents 18-29-,
Repor t Before the House of Representatives in the
Department of Missouri, 39th Congress, 2nd session,
serial no, 1288 (Washington, D, C,s Government Printing
Office, December 3t 1866-March 2, 186?), pp, 9-1, J>1» 32.
29

''General Philippe Regis Denis de Keredern Trobriand,
Army Life in Dakota (Chicagot The Lakeside Press, R, R,
Donelley and Sons Company, 1991), pp, 55-56? Emmett M.
Essin III, "The Cavalry and the Horse" (unpublished Ph.D,
dissertation, Texas Christian University, 1968 ), p, 1 5 0 .
30

J Trobriand, Army Life, p, 56 ,

48
Because the horses required much training for cavalry
work, the number of horses available to the Army in the
Upper Northern Plains v/ere inadequate.

The cavalry horses

that were used on the frontier usually did not last more
than four or five years.3'^ Many of them were used as pack
horses, or v/ere hitched to an ambulance or supply wagon, and
if a cavalry unit was surrounded and forced to fight, the
horse served as a shield.

Sometimes if he was killed in

battle the horse was eaten. 32

. •
Even though these conditions

were hard on the horse, most cavalrymen had a "marked
prejudice against Indian ponies,"

They considered these

animals "ill-formed, too small, and vicious.

33

As the frontier cavalry began to develop, there was a
widespread belief that the thoroughbred, if given a chance
to become hardened to conditions, would be the better horse
for cavalry life.
special type,

34

However, the thoroughbred had to be a

"The desirable mount was not the greyhound

bodied, long, small boned, gradual-withered horse typical of
33

southern tidewater areas,"-- but rather, a thoroughbred that

3 '"Essin, "The Cavalry," p, 183.
32 Ibid., pp. 184-185,
33 lbid,, p, 7 .
34

J Hamilton S» Hawkins, "Types of Horses for the
Cavalry," Journal of the United States Cavalry Association
(July, 1917) r 76',
qe;
-^Essm, "The Cavalry," p, 1,

b?

Fig, 12.--Good Proportions of the Cavalry Horse
1.

Length of body (CD)— 2^ times length of head.

2.

Height at withers (EF)— Height at croup (GH).

3.

Length of head (AB)--Depth of body at lowest part of
back (IJ),

b.

Length of head (AB)— Distance of "swell" of muscle at
posterior angle of shoulder-blade to
point of hips (LK).

5,

Width of head (MN)— i length of head (AB),

6,

Length of head (AB)— Distance of point of shoulder to
top of withers (DS),

7,

Width of head (MN)— Width of upper part of neck (OF).

8,

Height of withers (EF)--Length of body (CD), about.

Source!

John J, Boniface, The Cavalry Horse and His Pack
(Kansas City: Hudson-Kimberly Publishing Company,
1903), p, 100 ,

V
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was stocky, heavy-toned, muscular and not exceeding 15*3
hands (four inches to a hand) and 1,050 to 1 ,2 5 0 pounds in
weight.

This horse was a sure-footed animal and if disabled

could recover quickly, ^

The best age for these horses was

between four and eight, ' Although the thoroughbred horse
may have been perfect for the frontier conditions, the
cavalry could not afford to obtain this animal, as he was
too expensive.-^

Thus, although Sully had brought a few

cavalry units into the Upper Northern Plains, military
posts such as Fort Totten, Fort Ransom and Fort Abercrombie
79
did not seem to have any cavalry units, - The cavalry horse
was not as useful as other types of horses.
The horse was also vital to the development of stage
coach and stage freighting in the Upper Midwest,

This type

of activity began in 1849 when a line of four-horse stages
^ Essin, "The Cavalry," pp, 1-2; John J, Boniface, The
Cavalry Horse and His Pack (Kansas City: Hudson-Kimberly
Publishing Company, 1903)» P- 93: Francis Morris, "Cavalry
Horses in America," Report of the Commissioner of Agriculture
for the Year 1863 (Washington, D, C , : Government Printing
Office, 1864") ("found in Chicago Public Library), Also can
be found in U, S, Congress, House, Executive Documents, 38th
Congress, 1st session, Vol, XVI, No, 91 (serial no, 1196 in
Chicago Public Library), p, 1?3«
-^Essin, "The Cavalry," p, 54; A. E, Wood, "The Horse,"
Journal of the United States Cavalry Association (December,
T 89TT, 34 ?.
-^Boniface, Cavalry Horse, p, 99; Wilmot E, Ellis,
"The American Cavalry Horse," Munsey*s Magazine, April, 1905 ,
p. 54,
(Found in Chicago Public Library)I

39

-''See map figure 1 1 for location of forts.
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ran between St, Paul and Stillwater, Minnesota,

The

distance of nineteen miles was advertised as being traveled
best by stagecoaches and without any unnecessary delays. By
An
steamboat the same trip totaled sixty miles.
The A, R,
French (saddle and harness) and the Pattison and Benson
livery stables, both in St, Paul, may have been the
hi
suppliers for these first stagecoach lines.
In the summer of 1851 the Minnesota Stage Company
began its life as the Minnesota Express Company, A 2 Founded
by J, D, Burbank, this firm soon dominated the stagecoach
lines in Minnesota and Dakota,

In the St. Paul papers the

Minnesota Express advertised a "speedy and safe" trans
portation of money, valuable packages, drafts, notes, and
bills, J

The stage left St, Paul every Wednesday for

Galena, Illinois and started the return trip every Friday,
Although business was not good, late in 1855 Captain Russell
Blakeley, a pioneer in steamboating, joined Burbank,^

As

soon as Blakely entered the business, the company began to
^°St« Paul Pioneer, October 4, 1849, p, 4; August 29,
1850, p. 1.
^ Ibid. , December 12, 1850, p» 4} January 16, 1851,
p, 4; October 23, I85 I, p, 3 ,
42
Arthur J* Larsen, "The Northwestern Express and
Transportation Company," North Dakota Historical Quarterly,
VI (October, 1931), 42,
4h
‘•St, Paul Pioneer, October 30 , 1851, p, 3*
44
Larsen, "The Northwestern Express," pp. 42-43
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solicit for mail contracts; eventually the firm placed its
Ll c

own teams on the road, J

In November of 1857 the company

announced that new equipment had been placed in service and
that the coaches could carry "a limited number of passengers"
from St. Paul to Prairie du Chien,

Because the business

exceeded Burbank’s and Blakeley's anticipation, they then
made arrangements to join Allen and Chase, who had been
engaged m

running a stage line from St, Paul to the north,

h .n

'

With their new associates, Burbank and Blakeley continued a
route from St, Paul to St, Cloud and Crow Wing, and from
48
St, Cloud to Fort Abercrombie,
Early in June, 1859,
Blakeley gathered horses and equipment at St. Cloud for
opening the new route.

Two stages carrying passengers accomhg
panied the road construction crew. ' This new route ran
from St, Cloud, by way of Cold Spring, New Munich, Kandota,
Osakis, Alexandria, Dayton and Breckenridge to Fort
Abercrombie,

This was the first route to the Red River

V a l l e y , I t should be noted that in these early years Fort
4^
,
-Ibid,, p, 43,
jr ?Ibid. , p, 44,
47
Russell Blakeley, "Opening of the Red River of the
North to Commerce and Civilization," Minnesota Historical
Society Collections, VIII (1898), 50,
UQ
See map figure 13 for locations on this route,

49

'.Larsen, "The Northwestern Express," p, 47; Blakeley,
"Opening of the Red River," p, 63 ,
•'^Blakeley, "Opening of the Red River," p, 50 *
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Figt 13* — Stagecoach Routes in the Uoper Midwest,
18.50-1890
Stagecoach routes
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Garry and the Red River Settlement were the only major
communities northwest of St. Cloud, as the rest of this
area was still uninhabited.
Besides the stagecoach route, Blakeley was determined
to place a steamboat on the river to carry freight from the
head of navigation to Fort Garry,

To encourage steamboating

to the north, the St, Paul Board of Trade offered a prize of
$1,000 to any person who would run a boat on the Red River.
In the early winter of 1858 Anson Northup assembled a boat
at Georgetown and named it ".Anson Northup,"

Later, Burbank

bought this boat and rechristened it the "International.”55'
Therefore, by the end of 1859, not only did the Minnesota
Stage Company have over 1,000 miles of stagecoach lines with

700 horses, but there were increased steamboat activities in
the north.52
Through Edward Eggleston, an Indiana author, historians
learned of the traveling conditions that travelers and the
"first class" stagecoach horse had to undergo on the Northern
stage route,55

In mud, "our four horses were so bemired,

that, still in erect posture, they settled down to rest on
51Larsen, "The Northwestern Express," pp. 47-48,
KO
^ Roy P. Johnson, "Indiana Author Traveled Up the Red
River in i860," Fargo Forum, March 28, 1954, p, 22,
SI
St, Paul Daily Pioneer and Democrat, June 18, 1859*
p, 3* The Minnesota Stage Company advertised "first class
horses" with all their lines. Also, see Eggleston's map
figure 14 for location of his stagecoach ride.

55

(Kandota, M innesota - now e x t in c t
was about 5 m ile s SE o f p re se n t
West U nion, M innesota)

Fig, 14,-— Stagecoach Line Between St. Cloud and
Georgetown
This map was drawn by Eggleston, Fargo and Fergus
Falls did not exist in i860 when Eggleston visited the
area, but were included here to indicate their locations,
Sources

Roy P, Johnson, "Indiana Author Traveled Up the
Red River in I860," Fargo Forum, March 28r 1954,
pp,

22- 2 3 ,
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their bellies,"

Eggleston referred to the horses working

doubly hard, as sometimes horses were missing at one station
•
54
so the same team was taken through to the next station.
In describing a breakdown of the stage, Eggleston showed the
miserable life of a stagecoach horse*
One hind wheel had cut through the sod and was
’down’ to the hub and the near wheel horse was 'down*
to the haunches. In fact, the poor fellow having been
discouraged with his efforts to extricate himself had
given up and was sitting down like a dog,55
Despite the conditions for these horses, in 1871 the
Minnesota Stage Company secured from the United States
government mail contracts from Fort Abercrombie to Pembina
and a similar contract from the Canadian government for
carrying mail from Fort Garry to the boundary.

In 1873

and 1874 the stagecoach line ran daily between Breckenridge
and Winnipeg.

57

Besides the opening of the Red River Valley, in 1877 the
company established a mail and freight stage between Bismarck
and the Black Hills (Deadwood). ^

In 1878 the Minnesota

Stage Company also operated a mail and freight stage line
54
J Johnson, "Indiana Author," p. 22.

55 Ibid,
^Larsen, "The Northwestern Express," p, 57; Blakeley,
"Opening of the Red River," p, 6 3 ,
^Blakeley, "Opening of the Red River," p. 64,
"^.Larsen, "The Northwestern E x p r e s s p , 59; Blakeley,
"Opening of the Red River," p, 66 , See map figure 13 for
location of the Deadwood route.

Fig, 15.— Stage Route Between Bismarck and Fort Keogh
Numbers Indicate Station Stops:
1,
2,
3.
5.
6,
7.
Source:

Heart River
Warren's Banks
Hailstone Creek
(No Name)
Young Man's Butte
Green River
Antelope

8,
9.
10,
11.
12,
13*
1*1,

Adobe Walls
Sand Creek
Little Missouri
Lake
Cabin Creek
O'Fallon Creek
Powder River

Rev, Louis Pfaller, O.S.B., "The Fort Keogh to Bismarck," North Dakota
History, XXI (July, 195*0* 91-125*
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between Bismarck and Fort Keogh, near Miles City, Montana,
This line used "top speed-horses" and mules for pulling a
light wagon.

Four horses were ordinarily used on this line,

except in bad weather, then six horses were used.

On this

line the horses were changed every seventeen or eighteen
miles,-*9

in this area the Sioux were still stealing horses

and mules, and because of this, some of the divisions on
the Keogh Trail line preferred to use oxen because the
Indians had little use for them,^0
Although the horse played a major role in opening the
Upper Northern Plains to settlement, between 1870 and 1880
railroad lines such as the Northern Pacific and the St, Paul
and Pacific Railroad replaced the horse-drawn stagecoach.
As Captain Russell Blakeley stated, "The stagecoach is a
true pioneer of civilization.

It precedes towns and trade

and population on our frontier.

But it has played its part

and had its day.
Although the stagecoach had its day, and it may appear
that the horse had its day, the influence of the horse had
only begun in the Upper Midwest,

As time went on, the

Indian pony ceased to be as important, and the fur traders
^'Reverend Louis Pfaller, "The Fort Keogh to Bismarck
Stage Route," North Dakota History, XXI, (July, 195^)t 91»
97, See map figure 15 for location of this route.
6°Ibid,, p. 99,
^Larsen, "The Northwestern Express," pp, 55* 57» 62,
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and cavalry no longer needed the horse; yet, the horse did
not die off.

His role in history was to continue.

He was

to become a part of a new class of people settling in the
Upper Midwest— the farmers.
An appropriate way to end the story of the early
frontier horse is to dedicate an epitaph to this noble
animal:
He graces the western landscape, not because he
reminds us of the equine ideal, but because he comes
of the soil, and has borne the heat and burden and the
vicissitudes of all that pale of romance which will
cling about the western frontier. As we see him
hitched to the plow or the wagon he seems a living
protest against utilitarianism; but, unlike his red
master, he will not go. He has borne the moor, the
Spanish conqueror, the red Indian, the mountain men,
and the vaquero through all the glories of their
careers; but they will soon be gone, with all their
gallant deeds. The pony must meekly enter the new
regime. He must wear the collar of the new civili
sation and earn his oats by the sweat of his flank.
There are no more worlds for him to conquer; now he
must till the ground.

62"Frederic Remington, 1
Magazine, XXXVII, (I888-I889 ;

s of the Plains " Century
3^3.

CHAPTER I I I

AGRICULTURE AND THE HORSE
1820 - 1920
In previous chapters it has been shown that before
I856 the horse in the Red River Valley was used mainly for
transportation, freighting, and hunting buffalo.

However,

after this date the horse took on a new role; he became
important in agricultural work.

Slowly but surely the horse

became the major source of power in farming.
The first attempts at agriculture in the Red River
Valley were extremely crude.

The early settlers used several

yoke of oxen to break the turf for the first time.

It was

found that the yoke oxen went forward steadily under the
plow, especially in a new land full of roots,L

In generals

jjihe advantages of employing oxen werej, that they
[>ouldJ endure more fatigue, draw more steadily and
surely; [were] purchased for a smaller price; [were]
kept at less expense; [were] free from disease;
[suffered] less on laboring on rough grounds; and
[performed) the labour [sic) better; and when by age or
Percy W, Bidwell and John I, Falconer, History of
Agriculture in the Northern United States, 1620-1860 (New
York: Peter Smith, 1941), p. 29, Also,~see picture of oxen
breaking "virgin sod" in Roy P. Johnson, "Valley Landseekers
of I87 O Feared Weather, Indians, Rattlesnakes," The Sunday
Fargo Forum, November 23, 1958, p, C-5.
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accident they [became] unfit for labour, [sic] they were
converted into beef,~
Besides the fact that the oxen moved forward steadily under
the plow, the methods of cultivation at settlements such as
Selkirk v/ere so primitive that the oxen were necessary to
pull the heavy, crude equipment.

For example, the Selkirk

settlement used a plow that was "English or Scotch, made of
iron from the tip of the beam to the end of the handles," and
was ten or twelve feet long,^

Also, since the price of

horses was still very high, as was the cost of feeding,
constantly replacing, and housing horses, many settlers used
oxen.

4

‘'Percy W. Bidwell, "Pioneer Agriculture: The North
east," Readings in Economic History of American Agriculture,
ed, by Earl D. Ross and Louis B, Schmidt (New York; No
publisher given, 1925)» 184; Harold E. Pinches, "Revolution
in Agriculture," Yearbook of Agriculture, i960:
The Power
to Produce, ed. by Alfred Stefferud (Washington, D, C.:
Government Printing Office, i 960) , p, 3 .
^George Lamphere, "History of Wheat Growing in the
Red River Valley," Minnesota Historical Society Collections,
X ( I9 0 5 ) , 4 ; Various Writers, History of the Red River
Valley— Past and Present (2 vols,; Grand Forks: Herald
Printing Company and Chicago: C« F. Cooper and Company,
1909), I , pp, 1 9 6 - 1 9 8 , See map figure 2 for the location of
the Selkirk,
4
H, V, Arnold, The Early History of Inkster (Larimore,
North Dakota: By the author,1916), p, 21; H. V. Arnold,
History of Grand Forks County with Special Reference to the
First Ten Years of Grand Forks City (Larimore, North Dakota:
By the author , I.900 ), p, 1 1 5 ; Hiram M, Drache, The Day of the
Bonanza: A History of Bonanza Farming in the Red River
Valley of the North (Fargo: North Dakota Institute for
Regional Studies, 1964), p. 1 3 5 .

f
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After 1831, however, the ratio of horses to oxen
steadily increased in the lower Red River Valley,
Table 1)

(See

Although most of these horses were still used

for non-farm purposes, between 1856 and 1 8 7 6 , many of the
Selkirk settlers began to change the nature of their
operations,

Now having access to reaper-mowers and the

steel walking plows, these farmers began to use horses.
TABLE 1
LIVESTOCK CENSUS OF THE SELKIRK SETTLEMENT 1831 TO 18565

1831

1834

1840

1849

I856

Horses

410

630

1,251

2,085

2,681

Oxen

958

1,708

1,793

2,2 52

3,152

Eventually, horse power and horse speed seemed more practical
for threshing machines, grain elevators, feed grinders,
fanning mills, well diggers, stump pullers, and winches
which used tread mills or sweep power.

Although farm

machinery and horses were coming into use, immigrant settlers
still continued to use oxen.

For example, Mr, R. M.

Probstfield, the first white settler in the American part of
the Red River Valley, purchased oxen to use on his farm near
c:
^Stanley Norman Murray, The Valley Comes of Age; A
History of Agriculture in the Valley of the Red River of the
North, 1812-1920 TFargo: North Dakota Institute for Regional
Studied 1967)~ pp. 40, 42.

63
Moorhead, Minnesota,

He did own two horses, hut Mr, Probst-

field used oxen purposely because he could use them both
for work and for beef.
By I876 , however, conditions were so ideal in the Red
River Valley for wheat growing that many more settlers
moved to this region.

These conditions included cheap land,

proper soil composition, favorable climate, vast stretches
n
of flat fertile land, and the arrival of the railroad.
The
thousands of farmers that moved into this region after 1876
touched off the Dakota agricultural boom that continued until
1886,
The development of the bonanza farms in the Red River
Valley was a principal factor in the origin of the Dakota
boom.
wheat.

The main product of these bonanza farms was hard
In I875 Oliver Dalrymple, an experienced wheat grower

from Minnesota, became the first bonanza farmer in the Red
River Valley,

He managed farm lands for people who lived in

the eastern United States,

He broke 1,280 acres during the

Bidwell, "Pioneer Agriculture," p, 18E; Lamphere,
"History of Wheat Growing," p, 12; Hiram M, Drache, The
Challenge of the Pra.ir.ie; Life and Times of Red River
Pioneers (Fargo': North Dakota" Institute for Regional
Studies, I97 O), pp, 66, 6 7 , 186; Interview with Mr, Ray
Gesell, Moorhead, Minnesota, Grandson of Mr, R, M,
Probstfield, January 21, 1972, Also, see map figure 16 for
location of Moorhead,
7
Harold E, Briggs, "Early Bonanza Farming in the Red
River Valley of the North," Agricultural History, VI (1 9 3 2 ),
27; Harold E, Briggs, "The Great Dakota Boom, 1879-1886,"
North Dakota Historical Quarterly, IV (January, 193 0), 79 ,
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first summer and his first harvest in 18?6 yielded 32,000
bushels of "choice wheat."

By 1880, Dalrymple managed a

total of 100,000 acres of farm land in Traill and Cass
Q

counties, and Casselton, North Dakota,0

He was in part

responsible for the increase in population in this region,
for as soon as his results had been advertised, the Red
River Valley attracted many thousands of persons who also
O
wished to grow wheat.
The events of the boom period brought about many
changes in this region.

Between 1880 and 1890 the popu

lation in the United States area of the Red River Valley
increased from 56,000 to 166,000.

The amount of land in

farms rose from 1,605,198 acres to 5 ,3 6 7 , 1 1 7 acres, and
the percentage of land in farms rose from 22 percent to

65 percent,

Also, "between 1879 and I885 wheat production

in this area increased from 2 ,500,000 bushels to 1 6 ,000,000
bushels,10

Just between 1882 and 1886 wheat acreage.leaped

g
Interview o:f Leonard Sackett with John Dalrymple,
August 9, 1955» type-written manuscript located in file
no, 549 in the collection of the North Dakota Institute for
Regional Studies, The Library, North Dakota State University,
Fargo; Lamphere, "History of Wheat Growing," p, 22, See map
figure 16 for location of these counties,

9

'Harold E, Briggs, Frontiers of the Northwest: A
History of the Upper Missouri Valley (New fork: AppletonCentury, 1946), p, 127,
1°Murray, The Valley Comes of Age, p, 141,

Fig, 16.--Location of Counties in Red River Valley and Ranches in
V/estern North Dakota
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from 72,000 acres to 2,675,35° acres,^

It should also be

noted that in 1880, eighty-two farms in the Red River Valley
no

contained more than 1,000 acres. “

In 1884 the Northern

Pacific Elevator Company handled an average of 75*000
bushels of wheat each day from the large wheat growers,^
Because wheat farming was conducted on an extensive
scale in the Red River Valley, after 1875 'the steel walking
plow was replaced by the riding or sulky plow drawn by four
horses,

A reliable account in the Census of 1880 stated that

in 1879 all the "plowing subsequent to the first breaking of
the raw prairie on the Dalrymple farms was done by two bottom
14
riding plows drawn by four horses,"
Reportedly 150 gang
plows were used on the Dalrymple bonanza farms as early as

1 8 7 6 , but soon the gang plow was replaced by a 16 inch sulky
plow drawn by three horses.^

Yorks
104,

Other field machinery that

■^Gilbert Fite, The Farmers Frontier, 1865-1890 (New
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc,, L^oTT, pp, 75s 102,
12

Briggs, "Early Bonanza Farming," p, 29.

18
* nYIary Dodge Woodward, The Checkered Years (Caldwell,
Idaho! The Caxton Printers, Ltd., 193?T» p7 1°; Various
'Writers, History of the Red River Valley, p, 201,
14
Leo Rogm, The Introduction of Farm Machinery in Its
Relation to the Productivity of Labor in the Agriculture of
the United States, /^University of California Publications in
Economics, IX (1931Q, pp, k-2, 5°; John Lee Coulter,
"Industrial History of the Valley of the Red River of the
North," Collections of the State Historical Society of North
Dakota, IIlTl91077 571.
15
•^Rogin, The Introduction of Farm Machinery, pp, 4l~42;
Lewis P. Crawford, History of North Dakota (3 vols,; Chicago:
The American Historical Society, Inc., 1931), I, pp. 472,571.
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involved the use of horses were the two horse broadcast
seeder and, after 1885, the four horse drills that were
common on large wheat farms.

At first eleven or twelve feet

wide drills were used, but later the fourteen to sixteen
feet wide drills were introduced into the spring wheat
districts.
use.

By 1885 the four horse harrow also was in common

Therefore, by 1885 one man had to handle four horses

on either the plow, drill, or harrow,10
Horses were also essential during the threshing season,
especially after the threshing machine had been improved with
a self-feeder and an automatic band cutter.

By 187? portable

steam engines were used to power the threshing machines on
the bonanza farms in the Red River Valley, but large numbers
of horses were needed to haul the bundles to the threshing
machine,*
1 '7 After the threshing was completed bonanza farms
^Coulter, "Industrial History," p. 592.
1^Stewart Holbrook, Machines of Plenty; Pioneering in
American Agriculture (New Yorks The Macmillan Company,
1 9 5 5 P* 88; Lamphere, "History of Wheat Growing," p. 29;
Reynold Wik, Steam Power on the American Farm (Philadelphia*
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1953) * P* 5°, One of the
first threshing machines in the Dakota Territory was a Case
Eclipse which in three months in 1873 threshed 15,000 bushels
of wheat. It was said that in 1880 the Dalrymple-Grandin
farms used twenty-six steam engines for threshing, and four
years later Dalrymple claimed he was using thirty steam
engines. It was said that "during the rush season, it would
have been managerial folly to force the long, tough wheat
stray/ through small threshing machines driven by obsolete
horse power. Any power short of steam would have crippled
the entire system of large-scale wheat farming, a move
inconceivable to the bonanza farmers,"
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such as the Dalrymple-Grandin farms used as many as twenty
horses to haul the threshed wheat from the machines to the
1ft
elevators or railroad cars,
(Refer to Appendixes A and B,
pp. 130 and 132 for the types of machinery, the number of
horses, and the number of hours required to farm one acre of
spring wheat.)
Due to the increase in wheat acreage and the use of
machinery, Dalrymple's need for horses steadily rose.

In

I877 he used 80 horses for farming, but during the harvest
of 1878 the Dalrymple-Grandin farms employed 235 men, 25
hired teams, and 109 head of horses and mules owned by the
farms. 197 Most of these horses and mules were brought from
St. Louis, with as many as 100 horses purchased there in one
year at a total cost of $15,000.

By 1879 ^00 work animals

were being used on the Dalrymple farms, but Dalrymple’s term
"horses" indicated both horses and mules.

21

However, to

what extent the mules or horses were used depended on two
factors:
.

.

"the preference of the manager and their availa22

bility."

■^Lamphere, "History of Wheat Growing," p, 29.
■^Coulter, "Industrial History," p. 575? Fite, The
Farmer’s Frontier, p. 81. See map figure 16 for location of
Dalrymple-Grandin Farms.
20

Coulter, "Industrial History," p, 575* Briggs,
"Early Bonanza Farming," p. 33.
^Coulter, "Industrial History," p. 577*
22

Drache, The Day of the Bonanza, pp. 135-136,
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Besides Dalrymple, other farmers in the Moorhead area
23
purchased carloads of horses from Illinois and Missouri,
However, some small farmers in the late 1870’s such as the
Charles Morrow family who settled in the village of
Spiritwood, Dakota Territory brought their horses from
Canada.

oh,

Other immigrants to the Dakota Territory brought

horses from as far as New York, while men such as Mat
Hamraes from Toronto settled in Fargo in 1887 and began his
own business of buying and selling horses,^

The demand for

horses had increased so greatly that by 1882 the prices for
horses were very high, '

Newspapers advertised that in the

Red River Valley a man and pair of good horses could earn
$ 2,50 daily by plowing at least one and a half acres a day.

27

As indicated by the tables (pp, 71-?^ and Appendix C,

2 ^Ibid,, p, 186,
P Il

Interview of Leonard Sackett with the Charles Morrow
and Cornwall Sackrider families, type-written manuscript
located in file no, 2?8 in the collections of the North
Dakota Institute for Regional Studies, The Library, North
Dakota State University, Fargo,
2j)Interview of Leonard Sackett, The Herberg-Grandin
Farm, type-written manuscript located in file no, 526 in the
collections of the North Dakota Institute for Regional
Studies, The Library, North Dakota State University, Fargo,
P
°Arnold, History of Grand Forks, p, 116,
^"Beginnings of Warren Told in Sheaf of 1881," Warren
Sheaf, July 22, 19 3 0 , P« 1. The original account was
published in The London Times, and reprinted in the Warren
Sheaf, August 27, 1881,
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p. 13^), the demand for draft horses was increasing on an
pQ
average of 25 to 3° percent each year.
The draft horse was favored by farmers because of its
exceeding strength and size.

The Percheron draft horses,

imported from Illinois seemed to be the most popular breed in
the Upper North Midwest.

Much later this breed became

popular enough that many farmers in this region began their
29
own breeding farms, 7 The Percheron was good at both the
walk and trot and this was extremely important for work
purposes.

The trot was characterized by a snap not displayed

by any other draft breed.

Also, the absence of the hairy

legs was an advantage of the Percherons, especially in the
Upper North Midwest, because during the long periods of
melting snow and slush the mud clung to the hairy legs of
h o r s e s . T h e second most popular breed was the Clydesdale
draft breed.

"The prompt walk, a good snappy stride, a

sharp trot, Pand] hocks well flexed and carried close
together were characteristic [s] of this breed,

Another

popular draft breed in the Red River Valley was the Belgian,
?8
'"'See tables 2 through 4 for the increase of horses
for the 1800 's and 1900 's,
29
interviews with Mr. Bill Marshall, Emerado, North
Dakota, February 18, 1972; Mr, Clarence Paulson, Arvilla,
North Dakota, February 18, 1972; Mr, Archie Brown, Grand
Forks, North Dakota, February 1 7 , 1972,
30
- Major General W. H, Carter, "Story of the Horse,"
National Geographic Magazine, XLIV (I9 2 3 ), 508- 509 .
Ibid, , p. 504.

_____
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TABLE 2
TOTAL NUMBER OF FARM HORSES AND MULES
IN NORTH DAKOTA BETWEEN 1835- 1924

Years

Horses

Mules

1885

53,573

8,248

1886

65,483

8,681

1887

77,913

8,397

1888

88,652

8,591

1889

105,268

8,816

1890

124,237

8,245

1891

134,538

7,410

1892

155,491

7,199

1893

176,490

6,738

189 ^

185,634

5,742

1895

218,039

5,160

1896

200,294

4,071

1897

207,273

3,865

1898

2.16,519

3,862

1899

225,544

4,117

1900

280,380

4,790

1901

247,414

4,435

1902

247,556

4,172

1903

319,809

4,632
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horse breed.

The Hackneys were heavy in proportion to their

height and were well-suited for pulling carriages.
Almost from the time these towns were founded they had
livery stables.

In 1872, Moorhead, Minnesota had the Knappen

House which was not only a livery stable but the headquarters
for the stagelines coming through Fargo and Moorhead,

A year

later the Knappen House became the Bramble House B a m which
advertised "everything in first class,"

By 1877 other

livery, sale, and feed stables were popular in Fargo and
Moorhead.

One of the best known stables in the Fargo-

Moorhead area was the Pioneer Livery Stable run by W, H,
Doyle who claimed to be a "veteran in the business,"^

The

smaller town of Ada, Minnesota had two stables, an "East
Side" and a "West Side" livery stables.^
had several stables.

Grand Forks also

In the 1870's the Marshall, Jarvis and

Company— a livery, feed and sale stable— advertised "the
best of horses and carriages" at low rates.
boarded horses.

This stable also

Other name stables such as Lynch and Ryan,

L
Major General W, H, Carter, "Story of the Horse,"
National Geographic Magazine, XLIV (1923), 497,
% h e Red River Star, Moorhead Clay County, March,
1873, July 8 , 1876, p, 5~ August 4, 1Q?6, p, 1; The Moorhead
Advocate, May 12, 1877, p, 8 ; C lay County Advocate, June 15,
1678, p, 4, July 27, 1878, p. 1; The Fargo Forum.
November 21, I8 9 1 , p, 4, See Appendix E, p. 139 for the
complete listing of all livery stables in the Fargo-Moorhead
area,
^Norman County Herald, April 2 8 , 1888, p. 3 , May 5,
1888, p, 3 , See Appendix E for complete listing of stables.
Also, see map figure 19 for location of Ada, Minnesota.

Fig, 19,--Location of Towns with Race Tracks
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Bacon and Kennedy, J, K. Swan and J, N, Edmunds became
popular and operated through the 1890’s.
had a livery and hack line stable.

Grand Forks also

7

Livery stables v/ere especially important in Larimore ,
North Dakota where the Larimore Pioneer carried the most
extensive advertisements for those establishments.

In the

early 1880*s the Larimore Pioneer carried a complete listing
of all livery businesses in town.

In 1882 F, A. Dessert’s

Feed and Sale Stable advertised "the finest stock of Horses
and Mules,"

The "Old Reliable Livery Barn," owned by several

proprietors, claimed to be the "oldest, largest and best
equip Jed] Barn in the Elk Valley."

However, Matt Doyle’s

livery, feed, and sale stable also competed for the title of
O

being the oldest livery barn in Larimore.

Advertisements

such as the following appeared to draw the customers;
This is the oldest, largest Livery, Feed and Sale
Stable in the Red River Valley, It offers the best terms
in the city to its customers and always makes it a point
to have on hand and serve the public with a large assort
ment.
^The Daily Grand Forks Herald, August 1^, 1879, p„ 4,
April 21, 1888", p, 2? The Grand Forks Herald, January 22,
1880, p, 1; Plat Book of Grand Forks, Walsh, and Pembina
Counties, North Dakota "(No 'place of publication given:
D, W, Ensign and Company, I893 ), p, 103, See Appendix E
p, 139 for complete listing of stables in the Grand Forks
area,
Q

Larimore Pioneer, June 2 9 , 1882, p, 1, September 29,
1887, p. E, October 25, 1888, p, 1, March 21, 1889, p, 10,
November 21, 1889, p, 5» March 5 * 1891, p. 1» See Appendix E
for complete listing of stables in the Larimore area.
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ALSO
"Good Horses and
. , . and don't let it
enced by a ride behind
open day and night and
parts of the country.9

Elegant Rigs" , , , Life is short
pass without the pleasure experi
one of our elegant rigs. We are
furnish careful drivers to all

Although the Grand Forks-Larimore area seemed to have
more stables proportionately, the livery business was active
in Bismarck, Minot and other communities as well."0

In

Minot in 1915 the Scofield Stable became famous for sending
carloads of horses to St. .Paul which were reconsigned to
agents representing the various v/arring nations of Europe."’1
Next to pleasure riding, one of the most exciting and
popular sports to spread over the Upper Northern Plains was
horse racing.

At county .fairs, horse racing began on a

small scale with one or two races a day restricted to horses
from that particular county.

As early as I 878 trotting

horses were found at the Clay County Agricultural and
Mechanical Society Annual Fair at Hawley, Minnesota,

The

^Lariraore Pioneer, December 15, 1892, p, 3,
December 28, I893 , p. 7 , March 30, I893 , p« 4,
^°The Bismarck Weekly Tribune, July 26, I878 , p, 3 ,
April 9, 1880, p, 5; The Minot Journal, August 31» 1884,
p. 1. See map figure i6’for location of Minot and Bismarck,
Also, see Appendix E, p, 139 for complete listing of stables
in these areas,
11
Minot Daily Optic-Reporter, June 2 5 , 1915» P* 1*
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purses at this fair amounted to at least $5*00,^

In Dakota

Territory, the origin of racing and county fairs seemed to
be closely related.

In 1882, the Burleigh County Fair in

Bismarck sponsored fast trotters, although the racing was
. 13^ Although fairs such as the
done on a very local basis,
one at Hamilton, North Dakota were not formally organized
until 1894, horse racing had been active in the Hamilton
Ik
area since the eighties.
In Grand Forks racing began in 1882,

The Grand Forks

Racing Association had been formed and had built a track in
Esheiman Park (now University Memorial Stadium),

In I885

this track was rented by the Grand Forks Driving Club, which
eventually took the place of the Grand Forks Racing Asso
ciation.

In I885 this racing association was a "non-profit

social club" and its main purpose was to promote good
sportsmanship on the turf.

Eventually, this organization was

replaced in I887 by the Grand Forks Trotting Association,"^
^The Clay County Advocate, August 3, 18?8, p, 1, See
map figure 12 for the location of Hawley, Minnesota. The Red
River Gazette, June 20, 1874, p, 1, Also, see The Red River '
Star, September, 18?6 for the advertising of this agricul
tural fair,1
1"’The Bismarck Tribune, June 16, 1882, p, 1, See map
figure 19 for the location of Bismarck,
14
Interview with Mr, Charlie F, Fleming, SecretaryTreasurer of the North Dakota Association of Fairs, May 9 ,
19?2, See map figure 19 for location of Hamilton, North
Dakota,
15
Robert Samuel Anderson, "A Social History of Grand
Forks, 1880-19 l V ’ (unpublished M, A, Thesis, University of
North Dakota, 195D. PP. 29-30, 36-37.
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By the 1890's and 1900's several counties in the
Minnesota part of the Red River Valley began to organize
their first fairs? and horse racing followed.

The

Minnesota State Fairs in the 1880's did sponsor trotting*
running* and pacing races. 17
Between 1880 and 1916* local horse racing became very
popular; not only did the number of horses participating
increase greatly but the purses increased immensely as well
and formal racing circuits were formed.

Although these

racing circuits became popular, it was argued for many years
that horse racing was*
wholly extraneous to the real business of agriculture,
that the horse races absorbed an undue proportion of
premium funds, distracted attraction from the real
exhibits, and worst of all, horse racing inevitably
involved jockeying and
16
g

1

a

m

b

l i n

g

,

°The Red River Star, March 4, 187 6 , p, 1, Interview
with Mr, Raynold Erickson, Fertile, Minnesota, May 9, 1972,
Interview with Mr, Neil Mattson, editor of the Warren Sheaf,
Warren, Minnesota, May 9, 1972, See map figure 19 for
location of these towns.
17
'Moorhead Advocate, September 9r 1880, p, 1; Richland
County Gazette, August 10, 1837, p, 7 . Definition of dif
ferent types of horse racings A trotting race is usually
referred to as harness racing. The type of horse used is a
Standardbred driven behind a cart. The pace race is also
referred to as harness racing and a Standardbred is used;
however, his stride is a much faster trot done in a rocking
motion. A free for all race is one where anyone can enter,
any type of horse can enter, or any age of horse can enter,
A saddle race is referred to as flat racing and the Thorough
bred or Quarter Horse can be used for this type of racing.
2g
Earle D. Ross, "The Evolution of the Agricultural
Fair in the Northwest," Iowa Journal of History and Politics,
XXIV (July, 1926), 469; Lewis Atherton, Main Street on the
Middle Border (Chicago! Quadrangle Books'^ 1954), p. 210.
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The plea for a legitimate horse race became one of
the hottest issues in Congress at a much later time, 19
y
Eventually, however, the horse race era secured ’’a permanent
and prominent place upon the fair program, becoming as
legitimate as stock-judging and, to the average spectator,
far more attractive,"

20

Despite the opposition to horse racing and racing
circuits, in 1882 the Northwestern Circuit was organised
with Grand Forks, Fargo, Red Wing, Hastings and Minneapolis
holding meets.

Most of the purses for these meets did not

go beyond $500 , 21

In 1892, the Red River Valley Racing

Circuit was organized.

Trotting, running and pacing circuit

races were held at Detroit Lakes, Minnesota and at Casselton
and Fargo in North Dakota,

22

The races at these places were

held under the auspices of the Red River Valley Racing Asso
ciation governed by the rules of the American Trotting Asso
ciation,

In June of 1892 Detroit Lakes held a meet where the

19

'U. S , , Congress, House, Isaac R. Sherwood of Ohio
speaking for the Agricultural Appropriation Bill for Horse
Racing, March A, 1915» Appendix to the Congressional Record,
pp. 708-710.
20

Ross, "The Evolution of the Agricultural Fair,"

P. ^70,
2 ''Daily Herald, June 27, 1882, p, 1, See map
figure 19 for location of Grand Forks, Red Wing, Hastings,
and Minneapolis are located in the southeastern part of
Minnesota.
22

" 'The Fargo Forum, June 18, 1892, p. 1,
figure 19 for location of towns.

See map
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purses totaled $2,000; at the Casselton July meet the purses
totaled $1,200,

The closing meet was held in Fargo.

The

most prize money given for one race was $^00f but the Fargo
Turf Club had sponsored a total of $3,000 in purses for this
closing meet and claimed that never before had such "interest
been manifested" or had "the fast horse enthusiasm reached
23
such an exciting point" as it did in 1892.
Because of the continued interest in horse racing, the
Red River Valley Racing Circuit was eventually broken into
two separate racing circuits.

In 1903 the Great Northern

Racing Circuit and the Southern Racing Circuit were formed.
The Northern Circuit included the following towns?

Langdon,

Bottineau, Cando, Devils Lake, larimore, Park River,
Crookston and Grand Forks,

The Southern Circuit included

Page, Hope, Cooperstown, Buffalo, and Mayville, North Dakota,
Most of these latter towns had only small tracks compared to
2

the tracks in the Northern Circuit, -

As time went on other

circuits such as the North Dakota-Minnesota Short Ship
Circuit and the Grain Belt Circuit were organized.

This

last circuit was the most active and lasted from 1915 "to
19^0.

It included Devils Lake, Bottineau, Rugby, Cando,
2^The Fargo Forum, June 18, 1892, p. 1, July 12, 1892,

p. 1,
■? h

Grand Forks Daily Herald, March 14, 1 9 0 3 , p, 6 ,
map figure 19 for location of these towns.
p. 6,

See

' The Fargo Forum and Daily Republican, June 1, 1903,
See map figure 19 for location of these towns.

p Z!

Rolla, Langdon, Hamilton, Minot, Jamestown and Fargo,

It

should be noted that at the same time that these tracks came
into existence, other tracks such as Chicago's Hawthorne,
Saratoga, New York, Pimlico, Maryland, New Orleans Fair
Grounds, Louisiana, and Churchill Downs, Kentucky were the
27
major tracks m the nation.
Although the different racing circuits controlled much
of the racing in the Upper Northern Midwest, between 1880
and 1916 local racing at the small towns was a great
attraction.

Towns like Grand Forks, Larimore, Fargo, Minto,

Bismarck, Minot, Hamilton, East Grand Forks, Crookston,
Wahpeton and Moorhead all held fourth of July racing through
pO

the eighties and the nineties, '
Grand Forks seemed to be one of the most active towns
in the Upper Northern Midwest for horse racing,

Cn Saturday

afternoons trotting matinees were held at Eshelman Park,
Sometimes only two horses were running against each other;
2°Minot Daily Optic. July 10, 191.5» P*
Interview
with Mr, Charlie Fleming, See map figure 19 for location of
the tracks,
27
fHawthorne Racing Schedule for races, published by
the Illinois Racing Board, May 15, 1972, p, 3; Daily Racing
Forum (Illinois), May 19, 1972, p. 3 ,
28
See the following newspapers in the 1880's and early
1900'ss The Grand Forks Daily Herald, The Larimore Pioneer.
The Fargo Forum, The Norman County Herald, The Bismarck
Weekly Tribune, The Minot Journal, The Moorhead Advocate, The
Richland County Gazette, The Clay County"Advocate, See map
figure 19 for location of all these towns.
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29

however, everyone turned out for the races, '

Also, Grand

Forks sponsored racing at the territorial fairs in 188? to
1889,

In the 1887 fair there was an equestrian race between

a girl from Devils Lake and a professional girl rider from
Chicago,

These girls rode two horses at one time over a

half-mile stretch on the race track.

The professional won

with a time of 2:09 m i n u t e s , A g a i n in 1888 and I889 the
territorial fairs offered a variety of horse races.

31

Between I903 and 1906 Grand Forks incorporated the Grand
Forks County Agricultural Society and the North Dakota State
Fair Association to secure better fairs and racing.

32

Because racing became so popular in Grand Forks, the
local racing committee decided to find a more suitable
racing track.

It had been proposed to lease forty acres of

land near the University of North Dakota for a new race
track, but President Merrifield and the Board of Trustees
opposed this lease on the grounds that a race track would be
"undesirable for the good of the university" and "not condu
cive to good discipline at the u n i v e r s i t y , E v e n t u a l l y ,
^ Daily Herald, June 6, 1882, p, 1, July 27, 1882, p, L
30

Anderson, "A Social History," p. 2. Grand Forks
Weekly Plalndealer, September 29, I887 , p, 2.
31
Anderson, "A Social History," pp. ^0-^1; Grand Forks
Daily Herald, September 22, 1889, p. 1, September 18, 1889,
P*
Larimore Pioneer. August 2 9 , I889 , p, 3 ,
32
•^Anderson, "A Social History," pp, 40-A2.
^ Grand Forks Daily Herald, March 27, 19 0 3 , p, 8 .
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the D. A, Dinnie farm of 72 acres north of Grand Forks was
purchased for $**,500,00.

These 72 acres were to be the

location of the first annual fair and race meet of the Grand
Forks County Agricultural Fair Association which had been
organised when Grand Forks joined the Great Northern Racing
Circuit.

This fair was to be held September 2** to 26 and a

half-mile race track was the main feature.J

Originally,

Grand Forks was to hold its races on August 5 and 6, 1903;
however, due to the difficulty in finding a location, the
dates for the race v/ere changed to September,
During the last months of preparation for the racing,
the secretary of the Grand Forks fair received many inquiries
from horsemen intending to race, and the secretary felt the
outlook for a fine field of horses would be exceptionally
good.-^

By September 6, 1903, sixty stalls were ready for

the use of track horses and the track was claimed to be the
"fastest" in the state,

Predictions were made that out

standing race horses from Minnesota, Winnipeg, and Larimore
would be at the first annual Red River Valley Exposition.^^
^ Grand Forks Daily Herald, April 3* 19°3» p. 6»
April 10, 19 0 3 / p.“67 July 14, 19 0 3 , p. 6.
^ Grand Forks Weekly Plaindealer, August 30, 19 0 3 ,
p. 2.
-^Grand Forks Daily Herald, September 6, 1903, p, 6;
Grand Forks Daily Plaindealer, September 19, 1903, p. 1,
37

p. 1.

Grand Forks Daily Plaindealer, September .17, 1903,
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V/hen the big day came the success of the fair was due to the
three-minute trot or pace races, the pony running races, and
the half-mile races.^
By 1906 and 1907 horse racing became even more popular
in Grand Forks,

The Great Red River Valley Agricultural

Exposition in 1906 at Grand Forks offered $1,000 in purses
for the races, and due to the interest in horse racing,
Clydesdales, Percherons, Shire, Belgians, Hackneys, Standardbreds, and thoroughbreds were shown under the saddle, in the
39

roadster or carriage, and in harness. '

From 1907 on, Grand

Forks and Fargo took turns sponsoring trotting and running
races at the North Dakota State Fairs,

Sometimes the purses

at these Fairs totalled $11,000.^°
Horse racing was also very active in Fargo, North
Dakota.

As early as I879 Fargo sponsored trotting, running

and pacing races at not only their fourth of July celebra41
tions but at racing matinees.
As was stated before, Fargo
was active in the different racing circuits and eventually,

p# 1 «

^ Grand Forks Daily Plaindealer, September 24, I903 ,

39
-^Larimore
Pioneer, June 28, 1906, p. 5,
40
Lanmore Pioneer. July 11, I907 , pp. 1, 8 , July 18,
1907, p. 8 , July 2, 1908, p, 8 ; Anderson, "A Social History,"
p. 43; The Fargo Forum. July 29, 19 0 7 , p, 2, July 16, 1908,
p. 1 2 ,
41
Clay County Advocate, June 28, 1879, p. 1; Daily
Herald, June 1 3 , 1 8 8 2 , p. IT The Bismarck Tribune, June 2 3 ,
1 8 8 2 ,"p. 1 .
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like Grand Forks, Fargo sponsored horse racing at the North
Dakota State Fairs,

Since horse racing was becoming such a

costly business, the following material from the Turf Field
and Farm was reprinted in the Fargo Forum as a warning to
racing people:
"Terse Turf Epigrams"
Train your colt if he is worth training. There is money
in it.
A slow spring generally makes a fast summer in horse
flesh,
A stallion that is worthy of public patronage is worthy
of being trained.
"What makes you call that horse Spike? Cause you's got
to pound him to drive him,"
Let only a first class trainer have your horses. If they
are not good enough for him, keep them at home.
Don't experiment with shoeing if your horse is going all
right, even if a "countryman" did put the shoes on.
Fashionably bred stock will always sell at a profit,
and the man who breeds poor stock has only himself to
blame.
Cleanliness is the best remedy for skin disease. Animals
breathe through the skin as well as through the lungs.
Keep the pores open.
No pygmy ever makes himself any larger by claiming to be
a giant.
No dishonest horsemen makes himself any better by
claiming to be the soul of honor.
Too many fast quarters and halves in the early spring are
many times the cause of losing races when the time comes
to trot for the money,
Where smaller towns were concerned, Larimore took the
lead in I887 and 1888 by sponsoring racing tournaments.
These races were held in the middle of July at an enclosed
race course northwest of the town.

The people of Larimore

claimed this track to be "the first of the kind" established
L?
The Daily Fargo Forum, June 30 , 1893, p.
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ke
in this area. J

In 1888 Larimore offered a trotting race

exclusively for farm horses, a pony race, a free-for-all
trotting race, and three-minute race for county horses only.
Instead of a money purse for the farm trotting horses, the
first prize for this race was a mower; second prize v/as a
AA
walking plow; and third prize was a sulky hay rake.
In September, 1903» Larimore held horse races at its
Annual Grand Forks County Fair,

At this fair there were

driving trot races, trot and pace races, running, and freefor-all races.

This fair also advertised a special farmers*

race with purses of $50, $25» $15 and $10.

Several horsemen

claimed that in 1903 the Larimore track was "the best in the
k<
state," " By 190k Larimore had become a member of the
American Trotting Association,

This association was organ

ized to appeal to "owners of fast driving horses,"

The

first officers of the Larimore Trotting Association were
President, 0, H, Phillips; Vice-President, J, B, Campbell;
k6
Treasurer, Clay Larimore; and Secretary, Thomas H, Pugh.'
k3
^Various Writers, History of the Red River Valley-Past and Present (2 vols,; Grand Forks; Herald Printing
Company and Chicago: C, F. Cooper and Company, 1909 ), II,
p. 644; Larimore Pioneer. July 21, 188?, p, 6 , July 26,
1888, p. 5 . See map figure 19 for location of Larimore,
North Dakota,
kk
Larimore Pioneer, July 19, 1888, p, 5; July 12,
18 8 8 , p, 5 ,
43
-Larimore Pioneer, August 14, 1903, p. 1;
September 18, 19 0 3 , p. 1 ,
6
.
Larimore Pioneer, June 1?, 1904, p. 1; July 1,
1904, p, 1.
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All the races sponsored by this association were run under
the rules of the American Trotting Association.

The purse

for the pace or trot race was set at $400,00, the purse for
the running race (half-mile) was $ 100 .00 , and the free-forall race purse v/as set at $500,00,^

It was claimed that the

"fastest bunch of horses” would be at this track, which was
48
supposed to be the fastest in the state.
The promoters
claimed that the races were very successful and that the
attendance at the races numbered as high as 2 ,3^0 people.^
In 1908 Larimore decided to sponsor a racing program
for only farmers.

The Larimore Pioneer advertised that the

races v/ere only for farm horses and that they would not
have to compete against professionals.

The Larimore Pioneer

quoted "it is good clean sports we want and that is what we
are going to have,"5°

Trot and pace races were held for

farm horses that had never raced and the first prise v/as
seventeen dollars,
Other towns such as Wahpeton, Bismarck, and Minot
not only had the typical July 4th racing, but sponsored
other races,

In September, I890 , Wahpeton sponsored the

47 Ibid.
48.
Ibid.
49
.Larimore Pioneer, July 8 , 1904, p, 1.
P.

-^Larimore Pioneer, May 21, 1908, p, 1, June 4, 1908,
June 1.1, 1908 ,” p. 8 .

5 1 lbld,
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East Dakota Exposition; it was claimed to be the "best track
<2
in North Dakota" with liberal racing purses."In
Bismarck, as early as 1882 the Bismarck fair invited small
towns on the Missouri slope to their races.

The citizens of

Bismarck 'wanted "to make it the finest Qracej ever held
northwest of Minneapolis."-^

Horse racing continued in the

Bismarck area until about 1915*

c.Il

In Minot the only horse

races in the 1890's were held at July 4 th celebrations;
however, by 1900 Minot had become active in racing circuits
and was a member of the Great Northern Racing Circuit,
Often Minot sponsored private horse races.

Such a race as

this one took place in June, 1906 involving horses owned by
Mr. D, A. Dinnie, the owner of the famous racing stable from
Minot, and Mr, L, S, Champine, the secretary of the racing
society in Minot.

It was claimed there was a "straight bet

of $500 a side on the race and a considerable number of
<6
bets" made m the city.
By 1910 the races at Minot were
-^Richland County Gazette, July 18, I89O, p, 4.
map figure I9 for location of these towns,
■^The Bismarck Tribune, July 28, 1882, p. 7 .
figure 19 for location of these towns.

See

See map

Bismarck Daily Tribune. July 5 , I89 O, p. 1, June 29,
1899, p.~~4, August 24, I9 1 5 * p. 6, October 3, 1 9 1 5 , p. 1 .
--"Ward County Reporter and The Minot Journal. June 28,
1895, P . T , June 28, 1900, p. 4, July 11, 1901, p, 1; Daily
Ward County Reporter. June 24, 1906 , p. 4, June 28, 1906 ,
p.~44 June 23, 190o7 p. 4,
-;^DaiIy Ward County Reporter, June 1 5 , 1906, p. A,
June 20, 1910, p, 8 ,
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very big, in fact, at the race meets a total of $ 3 3 5 ° was put
up for purses.

3?

During the period after 1880, horse racing also
developed in western Minnesota,

In the 1890's East Grand

Forks was very active in horse racing.

The "East Side" had

organized the East Grand Forks Driving Association in the
early 1890's,:?^

Crookston also had its own track in the

1890's and eventually joined the Great Northern Circuit, ^
In Moorhead, Minnesota the only horse racing that took place
was at the fourth of July celebrations.

Usually Fargo, North

Dakota held the meets for these two cities.^0

Besides the

attraction of these small tracks the Minnesota State Fair
offered racing on its program.

In 1903 the state fair at

St. Paul sponsored the only appearance of Dan Patch, the
world famous stallion trotter.

Many people claimed that he

did a mile in two minutes and ten seconds.^1
-^Minot Daily Reporter, June 14, 1910, p. 3 .
^ The Fargo Forum, July ?, 1894, p. 1; Grand Forks
Daily Herald, July 5> 1895 t P.
See map figure 1 9 for
location of East Grand Forks, Minnesota,
-^Crookston Daily Times, July 5? 1892, pp, 2, 3»
July 6 , I892 , p. 3; Grand Forks Daily Herald, March 14,
1903, p, 6,
^°Glay County Advocate, June 28, 1879, p. 1.
^Interviews with Mr, Archie Brown, Grand Forks, North
Dakota, February 17, 1972; and Mr, Arthur Spicer, Grand
Forks, North Dakota, February 17, 1972; Grand Forks Daily
Plaindealer, August, 1903.
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Until 1915 horse racing had been on the upward trend
in the Upper Northern Midwest; however, between 1916 and
19^0 horse racing went through several stages.

Horse racing

was curtailed somewhat during World War I, although at the
State Fairs, harness racing continued along with automobile
f)O

races and horse shows, ^

In 1923 Minot had the first annual

Great Northwest Fair and the purses for the races amounted
to around $3»5°0»

Horses from Canada, Wyoming, and Oregon

came to these races.
through the 19*4-0'st°J

These races at this fair continued
Also, during this same time period

the North Dakota State Fairs at Grand Forks and Fargo con
tinued to have horse racing, although, automobile racing was
.
64
becommg a larger attraction.
The Depression and the onset of World War II were
other reasons why horse racing slowed down after 19 3 0 . ^
After World War II the only track in North Dakota that
continued horse racing on a large scale was Hamilton and
^See footnote 1 1 for listing of newspapers from 1916
to 1925.
^ The Minot Daily News, June 29, 1923, p. 1, June 1 5 ,
1925, p.-^, June 2?, 1930, p, 7, June 27, 19^1* p. 8 ,
64
Grand Forks Herald, July 4, 1920, p, 3, July 6 ,
1930, p. 7 , June 28, 1925, p, 2; The Fargo Forum, July 12,
1931, p. 14.
^Interviews with Mr, Peter Simonson, Grand Forks,
North Dakota, May 9 , 1972; Mr, Charlie Fleming, and Mr, and
Mrs. Elv/ood Erickson, owners of race horses in this region,
Emerado, North Dakota, May 8 , 1972,
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this was mainly harness racing.^

Also, after 1940 Canadian

tracks became the center for horse racing in the Upper
Northern Midwest,

In the 1940's, Regina, Canada opened the

horse racing to not only Canadian stables but American
stables as well.

It was estimated that the purses totalled

$13,500 at the Regina track, ^

Another track, Assiniboin

Downs, was built in the late fifties and has continued to
be the number one track in Canada,

In the 1950’s and

1960’s, Canada held the attraction for horse racing, and it
has been estimated that between one-fourth to one-half of
the people who go to the races in Canada are from eastern
North Dakota, 68

The North Dakota horse racing people who

participate in Canadian racing come mainly from Mayville,
Fargo, Emerado, and Grand Forks,

In the 1972 racing season

800 horses are stabled at the Assiniboin Downs,

It is felt

among North Dakota horse racing participants that if legal
betting for horse racing were allowed in North Dakota,
Canada's Assiniboin Downs would still continue to be the
center of horse racing not only because of the good repu
tation of the track but because the purses are very good
"Interview with Mr. Charlie Fleming.

67

Interviews with Mr, and Mrs, Elwood Erickson; The
Minot Daily News. July 27, 1940, p, 3 ,
68
Interviews with Mr,, and Mrs, Elwood Erickson.
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and small tracks in North Dakota could not compete with
this.
Because the horse racing era sparked such an interest
in horses, the horse fever in North Dakota still exists
today.

Since the early 1940's, horse clubs have become very

popular in this region.

One of the earliest clubs formed

was the Grand Forks Saddle Club which was organized in 1942.
In the late 1940‘s the Cavalier-Pembina County Saddle Club
was organized.
fifties were:

Other clubs that came into existence in the
The Sun Down Saddle Club in Grand Forks, the

Park River Saddle Club and the North Dakota Quarter Horse
Association .^ 0

In the 1960 *s the Agassiz Riders, the Grand

Trail Riders in Northwood, North Dakota, the Fargo-Moorhead
71
Mounted Posse, and the Warren Riding Club were organized.'
Because these clubs became so influential and showing horses
was becoming so popular, the North Dakota Horse Show Asso
ciation was organized in i960 and the Red River Valley
Winter Horse Shows were organised in 196 2 ,^^

These events

5q
'Additional information donated by Mr. Elwood
Erickson--found in a story for the Domtar Pulp and Paper
Limited, Montreal, 1968 .
70

Interview with Mr, "Mac" McEwen, Emerado, North
Dakota, May 8 , 1972, See map figure 19 for location of
these different towns,
71

''Interviews with Mr. "Mac" McEwen and Mrs. Marilyn
Hagen, East Grand Forks, Minnesota, May 9» 1972, See map
figure 19 for location of Northwood, North Dakota. See 10th
Annual Red River Valley Winter Horse Show Entry Book,
February 25 -2 7 , 19?2, for complete listing of horse clubs,
7?

Interview with Mrs, Marilyn Hagen,

